This study investigated the characteristics of two distinct mechanisms of attention -stimulus enhancement and stimulus suppression -using an event-related potential (ERP) approach. Across three experiments, participants viewed sparse visual search arrays containing one target and one distractor. The main results of Experiments 1 and 2 revealed that whereas neural signals for stimuli that are not inherently salient could be directly suppressed without prior attentional enhancement, this was not the case for stimuli with motivational relevance (human faces). Experiment 3 showed that as task difficulty increased, so did the need for suppression of distractor stimuli. It also showed the preferential attentional enhancement of angry over neutral distractor faces, but only under conditions of high task difficulty, suggesting that the effects of distractor valence on attention are greatest when there are fewer available resources for distractor processing. The implications of these findings are considered in relation to contemporary theories of attention.
Introduction
The number of stimuli in our field of view typically exceeds our brain's perceptual capacity and therefore only stimuli located where attention is focussed may be selectively processed (Desimone and Duncan, 1995; LaBerge, 1995) . There are different hypotheses as to how attention is allocated to specific locations. One possibility is that attentional capture is purely stimulus-driven, with attention being deployed initially to the most salient item in a scene, irrespective of its task relevance (the bottom-up saliency hypothesis; e.g., Theeuwes, 1991 Theeuwes, , 2010 Theeuwes and Burger, 1998 ). An alternative hypothesis proposes that attentional capture by physically salient stimuli can be prevented with the deployment of attention being top-down and goal-driven (the contingent voluntary orienting hypothesis; e.g., Anderson and Folk, 2010; Bacon and Egeth, 1994; Folk et al., 1992; Folk, Remington, and Wright, 1994) . More recently, the signal suppression hypothesis (Sawaki and Luck, 2010) proposes that, as with the bottom-up saliency hypothesis, salient singletons always generate a priority signal, referred to as an "attend-to-me" signal, irrespective of their task-relevance. However, this signal can also be suppressed before the item captures attention, consistent with the 'contingent voluntary orienting hypothesis.' The active suppression of a stimulus-driven priority signal should allow the goal-driven biasing of items of interest to override the signals elicited by physically salient task-irrelevant items in a display.
The event-related potential (ERP) approach enables a non-invasive investigation of neural processes underpinning attention allocation over time. The N2 posterior contralateral (N2pc) component occurs within the N2 time interval (~175-300 ms), has a lateral posterior scalp distribution and is a well-characterized electrophysiological marker of the covert deployment of visual attention (Luck and Hillyard, 1994a, 1994b ; for a review, see Luck, 2012) . This component is normally elicited by experimental protocols employing physically balanced stimulus arrays, either with a target singleton in one visual hemifield and a distractor singleton in the opposite hemifield or stimuli evenly spaced around a clock-face type array.
Although bilateral presentation provides a sensory input balance, it is difficult to dissociate target-related neural activity from distractorrelated processing. A partial solution has been to place one stimulus in a lateral visual field position and the other on the vertical midline (Hickey et al., 2009) . As stimuli on the midline cannot produce differential lateralized activity (Woodman and Luck, 2003) , this approach allows for the isolation of separate lateralized activity to the lateral target or distractor. Of course, confounds associated with the physical imbalance across the cortical hemispheres need to be carefully controlled. Using this approach of alternately positioning the target and distractor on the vertical midline, Hickey et al. (2009) decomposed the N2pc into two subcomponents: a) a negativity contralateral to the target (N T ) that is associated with target enhancement; and b) a
